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TAXATION.

Gentlemen—Taxatioi is always an important but never

a popular subject. Ever since the organization of Govern-

ment, the subject of taxation has commanded the attention of

wise men and distinguished legislators. They have applied

their wisdom to the subject as best they could, only to find

their motives and their measures opposed by other wise men
equally sincere, but who viewed the subject from a different

standpoint, and consequently arrived at a different conclusion.

Thus it is that there never was—and there never will be

—

a tax law satisfactory to everybody.

It has been truly said

:

“ Whoever hopes a faultless tax to see,
“ Hopes what ne’er was, is not, and ne’er shall be.”

Distinct advances, however, have been made in ascertaining

and applying the correct principles of taxation, so that to-day

the tax laws of the State of New York, while still imperfect

in many respects, are unquestionably more just and impartial

than ever before.

As the burden of taxation will always remain with us, it

is the bounden duty of those who are the servants of the people

to honestly and impartially administer these laws, so that each

citizen shall bear his share of the burden, and his share only.

Consequently, a Tax Commissioner should not have anv
pet theories about taxation or any hobbies to ride while in

office. He should not discriminate in favor of or against any
class of property or individuals taxable under the same law,

because such discrimination might be in line with his own pet

theories. The moment he discriminates he becomes unfitted

for his position, for it is only through the impartial adminis-

tration of tlie law that he can do justice to those who have a

right to demand justice at his hands.

The present Tax Commissioners of this city came into office

on the first day of January, 1902. At that time the assessment

w
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of r ;al and personal property in The City of New York, which

was begun in September, 1901, was practically completed.

All that remained to be done was for the Deputies who had

mac e the assessment to take the oath required by law as to

the completion of their work. From the second Monday of

Jan lary, when the books were opened for public inspection,

unt;l July 7, when they were delivered to the Board of Alder-

mei
,
the Tax Commissioners were constantly employed in

hea -ing the complaints of taxpayers, equalizing assessments,

and correcting, as far as possible, the assessment-rolls.

During this period many cases of inequitable and erroneous

assc ssments came to the attention of the Commissioners.

These inequalities were so numerous and so glaring that in

jusi ice to the taxpayers the Commissioners felt it necessary to

adopt radical measures in order to prevent, as far as possible,

a repetition of similar errors in the future.

Prior to sending out the deputies in September of this year

to nake the assessments for 1903, the Tax Commissioners

call 2d together these officials and, as required by section 887

of the Charter, gave them such directions as were thought

“ expedient to secure in all the boroughs and parts of the City

equality of valuations of property for the purposes of taxa-

tioi.”

"(This was the first opportunity the present Tax Commis-

sioners had to give such directions^ The Board charged the

Deputies specifically as to their duties, and called their atten-

tioi i to the inequalities and mistakes complained of in previous

ass issments, and warned them that if similar errors were

repeated, the Commissioners would not tolerate in office any

one who, through defective judgment, neglect or favoritism,

shewed that he was incapable of making a just and impartial

ass ;ssment.

The Board also called the attention of the Deputies to

sec:ions-^i, 29 and 172 of the Tax Law, which direct that all

preperty, both real and personal, shall be assessed at its full

value, and that the State Tax Commissioners are required to

see that all property is so assessed. The attention of the

Deputies was also specifically called to section 889 of the Char-

ter, which prescribes their duties in making the assessment of

real estate, and which also defines what is the measure of full

value of such property in this city, namely, the sum for which,

in the judgment of the Deputies, said property, under ordinary

circumstances, would sell.

The Board also directed each Deputy to visit and carefully

examine each parcel of real estate within his district, so as to

satisfy his own judg'inent as to its value. The Board also

gave the Deputies such further instructions in regard to the

method of ascertaining realty values as are universally

employed by the legal profession and by real estate operators

and experts.

The Board impressed upon each Deputy the fact that

equity was the fundamental principle of taxation
;
that the

powers vested in him were among the most important in a

popular form of government, and that his discretion must not

be exercised in a capricious or arbitrary manner, but with

equal justice to all.

It is surprising how many errors and what a vast amount

of misrepresentation and uncalled for vituperation has crept

into the discussion that has followed the simple instructions

given by the Tax Commissioners to their Deputies to make

future assessments of the taxable property of this city equitable,

so far as possible, and in accordance with the law.

The plan of assessing at full or market value has been

denounced as “ absurd,” “ ridiculous,” “ inconsistent,” “ out-

rageous,” “ unreasonable,” “ infamous,” “ unauthorized” and

“ extortionate.” It has been called “ a violation of the Con-

stitution,” “ a short-sighted policy,” “ a hypocritical pretence,”

“ a dangerous experiment,” “ an act of piracy,” “ a high-

handed performance ” and “ a system of the gravest injus-

tice.” It has been pictured as “ a scheme of overvaluation,”

“ a public calamity ” and “ the hardest of hardships.” It has

been described as “ a premeditated plan to injure the poor,”
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as ‘ a new and untried method suddenly sprung upon the

peoj'le,” as “an unwarranted confiscation of property” and

“ a 'obbery of taxpayers who have no redress.”

. t is said to be “ a plan to deceive the public ” and “ increase

taxfs,” “ a way to add millions to the City’s debt,” “ a design

of ^n infamous gang ” and “a nefarious scheme to aid tax

dodders and perjurers.” It is asserted to be simply “ a cover

for a saturnalia of bond issuing and money spending,” “ the

opening door to a “carnival of graft, padded pay-rolls and

mui icipal extravagance,” and “ a cunningly devised plan to

unsettle and disorganize the real estate market.”

The Commissioners are told that “ they are ignofant of

their duties,” and that if the City requires more revenue we

“ si ould assess property on the Massachusetts plan,” or in

acc( rdance with the English, French or German methods,

whi:h are claimed to be “ much superior to our own.” Some

adv se us to “ go for personal property,” and to “ assess corpo-

rati ms more,” or “ exact a higher license for places of amuse-

mei t and automobiles.” Others say that we “ ought to disre-

gar 1 our oaths of office if the law requires a full value assess-

mei t.”

Much of the opposition that has expressed itself in the

nev spapers and to the Commissioners is anonymous, sensa-

tior al and insincere. Much is political in its motives and does

not hesitate to resort to misrepresentation and falsehood.

Some of the opposition is the thoughtless expressions of the

ign mant, and some is the vociferous utterances of those per-

chaice who have good reasons to fear justice in future assess-

me its.

None of these are worthy of more than a passing notice.

Be; ides, it would be impossible to answer all the absurd state-

me its that have been made.

An honest difference of opinion on the subject undoubtedly

exists, especially among those who have not been able to give

the matter an investigation. Let me therefore direct attention

to some of the arguments advanced against the plan of assess-

ing property for the purpose of taxation as the law directs.

7

I.

It is asserted that assessing real estate at full value means

an increase of taxation, and that full value is unjust, and there-

fore it is better to assess at a percentage.

This assertion is incorrect.

An increase of assessed valuation does not in itself mean

increased taxation.

The only thing that can increase taxation is the increase

of expenditures. These alone can increase the tax bills. The

tax on $1,000 half valuation at two per cent, is $20. It is

the same amount on $2,000 full valuation at one per cent.

Therefore, of itself, a full valuation simply results in reducing

the tax rate and has no relation whatever to the amount to be

paid by the taxpayer.

The really important matter is “ How much does the tax-

payer have to pay ?
”

At the old way of assessing real estate, the natural increase

of assessed values each year in this city, due to building opera-

tions, improvements, etc., may be stated in round numbers at

$100,000,000. If the City’s expenditures for 1903 were to

be the same as for 1902, the tax bills for 1903 would be less

than those for this year, for the reason that the natural or

normal growth of valuations has added $100,000,000 to the

assessment-rolls, without any increase of expenses. If the

City’s expenditures for 1903 should have been increased in

exact proportion to the $100,000,000 added on account of nor-

mal growth of valuations, the tax bills for 1903 would remain

the same as for 1902. As the City’s expenses for 1903 are

now fixed at $97,119,031, or about $1,500,000 less than 1902,

the tax bills for 1903 must consequently be lower than for

1902. Only through the increase of City expenditures beyond

the limit of annual increment of valuations is an increase of

taxes possible. This is true whether the assessment is on a

fifty, seventy-five or a one hundred per cent, basis.

With a certain amount of money to be raised, it must be
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evider t to any one of ordinary intelligence that the percentage

of assjssment, whether based on half, two-thirds or full value

of the property to be taxed, could not alter the tax to be paid

the fraction of a cent.

Therefore it could serve no interest of the taxpayer to

ignore the law which requires property to be assessed at its

full vj lue, even if the Tax Commissioners had the legal discre-

tionary power to do so. Nor can it serve any other purpose

than 1o raise a false alarm in the public mind, and thus pro-

mote jome personal or political interest, to assert that an

increase in the percentage of assessments means an increase

of the amount to be paid as a tax. If the searchlight of pub-

licity s kept upon the City’s expenditures, the property-owners

will have no other interest in assessed valuations than to know
that tl ley are equitably made.

II.

It s claimed that full value means the payment to the State

of a larger proportionate tax than has heretofore been paid,

because the State tax will be levied on one hundred per cent,

instea i of sixty-seven per cent, valuations.

Tl is statement is equally erroneous.

Tl e State Board of Equalization makes this impossible.

Its special function is to equalize taxation for State purposes

among the several counties of the State. It determines, by

methods of its own, the percentage of assessments adopted in

each c f the sixty-one counties of the State.

Let us take their report for 1902. It shows the relation of

assess ed to actual full value or one hundred per cent, and an

equal! :ation based thereon. Upon the increased and decreased

assess nents resulting from this equalization the State tax is

levied. This report shows that the assessed value of real estate

in the several counties ranged from fifty to ninety-one per cent,

of actual value. In twelve of the counties the assessed valua-

tion A /as under seventy-five per cent., and in forty-nine it

varied from seventy-five per cent, to ninety-one per cent. The

9

State Board raised the assessed value of twelve counties and

lowered the assessed value of forty-nine counties.

In this report we find New York Comity with a sixty-seven

per centage of valuation on its real estate; Kings County,

sixty-eight; Queens County, eighty, and Richmond, seventy.

The average for the State is found to be seventy-five and
a fraction per cent.

.A.S New \ork and Kings and Richmond counties fell below

the State average, the following amounts were added to each

of these three counties, viz., to New York. $133.305,966 ; to

Kings, $25,942,098, and to Richmond, $412,404, making a

total addition to the real estate assessments, as made by the

New York City authorities for the three counties named, of

$159,660,468. Queens County, rated by the State Board of

Equalization at eighty per cent., being above the State average,

had its assessment reduced $12,490,402.

Thus every county in the State, found below the general

average, was increased, and every county found above the

general average was reduced
;
so that every county was taxed

by the State on an average percentage of assessed valuations

common to all. In this way Y estchester County, which showed
a ninety per cent, assessment, the highest of all of the counties

except little Herkimer, was given a reduction of $37,215,850.
On a full value assessment, general to all counties constituting

The City of New York, our percentage would head the list

and entitle us under the law to a very large reduction of our

assessed valuations, a reduction equal to the excess of our

percentage over the average of the State. Therefore The Citv

of New York would pay only its just share of State taxes pro-

portionately with the other counties of the State.

III.

It is claimed that full value means an unjust discrimina-

tion against real estate
; the favoring of personal property and

saddling of the burdens of taxation upon the owners of realty.

This assertion is as erroneous as the one made in relation

to the increase of State taxes.
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'riiere are two kinds of taxable property, real and personal

esta^ e. Both are taxable under the same law. Both are enti-

tled to be treated by the same rule of justice and equity. This

mea is that whatever percentage is placed on the valuation of

the ( )ne should be placed on the valuation of the other. Such,

however, under existing practice, is not the case. Taxable

personal property wherever it can be found is assessed at its

full value. Real estate, according to the report of the State

Boa-d of Equalization and the opinion of the late Judge Earle,

is assessed in New \ork and Richmond counties at sixty-seven

per cent; in Kings at sixty-eight per cent., and in Queens at

eighty per cent, of its true value. Is this just?

The Tax Department assesses a mortgage, whatever rate

of i iterest it may bear, at its full value. Its income may be

the inly source of the support of a widow and children. Yet,

und ir the law, she is compelled to pay a tax upon its full value.

A p ece of real estate is assessed perchance at only one-half or

two thirds of its full value, and the owner pays proportionately

one- half or one-third less than the widow has been compelled

to pay. This clear-cut injustice is not sanctioned by the law.

It is due to the custom of ignoring the law.

This discrimination against personal property has driven

hundreds of millions of taxable personal estate out of the reach

of tae City’s taxation. Personal property has been forced to

pay more than its equitable share of taxation, and this has led

either to a reinvestment of taxable into non-taxable personal

pro])erty, or to a legal removal of the owner from our jurisdic-

tion. People of moderate means, as well as the very rich, have

been forced to make their legal residence beyond the City

limits. Real estate, which cannot escape because of its local

situs, has thus been forced to bear the increased burden of

tax; .tion.

.A. compliance with the law will tend to cure this long-

end ired evil. It treats both kinds of property alike as far as

vah.ation goes. It gives to each its rights under the law. It

is a 1 error to call this a discrimination against real estate. It

is simply equalization as provided for in the statutes, and the

owners of both real and personal proijerty have the right to

demand this. Each will be benefited alike by the equitable

enforcement of the law.

With a reduced tax rate, such as is certain to follow from

assessing real estate at its market value, there will be less rea-

son for the owners of personal property to move out of the

city, and it is likely many who liave removed will return. There

will, therefore, be an increased revenue from this class of prop-

erty which will afford positive relief to real estate.

IV.

It is asserted that if the Tax Law were rigidly enforced

$2,000,000,000 could be added to the assessed value of per-

sonal property, and that this would give the City the extra

borrowing power that it needs at the present time, and allow

the excessive burden on real estate to be greatly reduced.

Those who advance this argument show their utter igno-

rance of the law on the subject.

The borrowing power of the City is based solely upon the

assessed value of its taxable real estate.

The assessed value of personal property has no connection

with the question whatever, so it is useless to discuss that part

of the proposition.

The impression is created, however, that personal property

escapes taxation through favoritism on the part of those

authorized to assess it, and that through this real estate is forced

to bear an unjust share of the tax burden. In support of this

view, attention is called to the fact that the tax books for 1902

opened with a tentative personal pro])erty assessment of

$3,482,475,802, and closed with only $526,400,139, held for

taxation, while the tentative assessment on real estate, amount-

ing to $3,122,121,369 at the opening of the books, stood at

647,579 their close. It would thus appear that while

$2,956,075,663 of personal property assessments were stricken

from the rolls, $208,526,210 real estate assessments were added
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there u. W'ithout explanation, this statement would appear to

support the oft-repeated charge, that personal property is

favoied at the expense of real estate.

\ ,'hv was such a vast amount of personal assessments can-

celed and so large an amount added to real estate? The answer

is tlx t the tentative list of personal assessments is largely made

up o assumed facts ; that is, that men and women of reported

weal h have that wealth in taxable personalty, that corpora-

tions with large capital may be liable for the whole amount,

that estates may have the personal pr('»perty reported to the

Surrogate, in taxable securities; that outward evidences of

pers( nal prosperity, eitlier of a business or a social character,

indicate the possession of taxable ])ersonable ]>roperty. These

are i mong the assumptions which tend annually to swell the

tentctive list to an amount probably ecpia! to the full value of

all the personal property in the city, so that when the parties

assessed are brought before the Department for examination

as t(' the character of their holdings, the amount of taxable

personable property can be ascertained and retained upon the

asses sment-rolls.

Tersonal property is allowed so many exemptions by law

that the tentative personal assessment at the opening of the

boofs can be regarded as simply a great field of supposed

wealth that must be carefully gone over to find the taxable

property that is there.

(Corporate capital in The City of Xew ^ ork alone exceeds

$1,2 30,000,000, yet under the law not a share of the stock is

taxable in the hands of the holder. If taxed, it is in the form

of capital against the corporation which issues it. A tentative

asse -sment equal to the entire capital of a corporation may

appear on the rolls at the opening of the books, and disappear

at tbeir close, because the assessed value of its real estate as well

as fie bonded or other indebtedness of the company exceeds

the value of its taxable assets. Thousands of jiersons are

kno vn to be wealthy. Their personal holdings may amount

to 1 undreds of millions. Heavy tentative assessments are

f

I
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placed against their names, yet something more must be known

than the mere fact that they have personal property in order

to hold them for taxation. Do they own taxable personal

property over and above their just debts? If they do they

must be held for taxation.. If they do not, if their wealth con-

sists of non-taxable personal property, such as United States

bonds, State and Municipal bonds, corporate stock issued by

any corporation in the United States, deposits in savings banks,

imported goods in the original jiackage, or any other property

exempt by law from taxation, the assessments entered against

them must be canceled.

The owners of such property simply avail themselves of

their legal rights. They submit to an examination and make

oath to a condition of facts that shows they are not liable under

the lawx They are posted as to what is taxable and what is not

taxable in the line of personal property, and they regulate their

investments accordingly.

With a knowdedge of these facts in mind, is it surprising

that the tentative assessments on personal property are so

greatly reduced during the time the books are open for inspec-

tion and correction, and that the amount held for taxation is

less than one-sixth of the amount originally entered?

In view of this, the popular cry that “ personal property

must be made to bear its share of taxation,'’ should be accepted

with the necessary explanation, that it does bear its legal share

as far as it is possible to determine the value of such share.

In fact, it has been assessed at one hundred per cent, of its

value whenever found liable. It has borne more than its share

of taxation because its values have not been equalized with

those of real estate. If the enforcement of the law prevents

this discrimination, which has been too long practiced, it will

result in doing justice to those wdio are entitled to it under the

statute, and bring about an equalization calculated to restore

to the assessment-rolls millions of personal property that have

hitherto sought protection outside of our jurisdiction.

The increase of tentative assessments of real estate at the

I
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clos'iig of the books is more easily explained. The assess-

men:s at the opening represent the judgment of a corps of

I)ep ity I'ax Commissioners who have examined the real estate

asse:.sed, so that the values given are not likely to be materially

char ged. J hey are based upon something tangible, upon
proferty that cannot be carried away or hidden from view,

property that can be inspected, measured and made subject to

the
_
udgment and calculations of the Deputies.

] belief, ln)wever, is given to real estate. When the tax
bools s opened on January 13, 1902, the assessed valuation of

real estate in 1 he City of New \ork was shown to be

$3,1 ’2,121,369. This was increased by notice to under-

asse.^sed real estate owners by adding $13,800, making the

total assessed valuation of real estate $3,122,135,169. This
was 'educed for the purposes of equalization and for other rea-

sons $12,107,745, leaving the fixed assessed valuation of real

estat ? S3, 1 10,027,424. Under the Special Franchise Law, cer-

tain :orporations are subject to a franchise tax. This is fixed

by tl e State Board of Tax Commissioners, and under the law
they are required to furnish the amounts determined upon to

the Board of Taxes and Assessments of this city before the

last lay of March in each year. The total amount of the

hran diise ^Assessments for The City of New York, reported

Marth 31. 1902, was $220,620,155. these franchises are

regaided under the law as “real estate,” the amount given

must be added to the assessed valuations of other real estate

asses ;ed by the City. Thus the total assessed value of real

cstat( is shown to be v$3. 330, 647.579. oi' >$208,526,210 greater

than v\ hen the books opened for revision and correction on the

secon 1 Monday of Januarv.

V.

Full value it is claimed means an increase of the City’s

debt imit and the opening of the door to municipal corruption
and extravagance.

It is true that full value assessments will extend the debt

limit of the City : but it is not true that such extension means

recklessly running into debt, or the opening of the door for

extravagance and corruption.

To admit the truth of such a conclusion would be to

impeach the intelligence and wisdom of the convention which

made possible the amendment to the State Constitution, fixing

the debt limit of cities at ten per cent, of the assessed valuations

of real estate.

We may assume that the convention had full knowledge of

the tax laws, and was not unmindful of their requirements,

and that in placing a reasonable limit on local indebtedness, its

purpose was to benefit the people by enabling them to obtain

necessary improvements and not to injute them b) opening a

door for extravagance and corruption.

The value of a privilege should not be lessened by magni-

fying its possible abuses.

The debt limit power has made possible public improve-

ments demanded by the people that could not ha\e been paid

for by direct taxation. It has been of vast benefit in the past,

and there is no reason to doubt a like good effect in the fulitit.

We cannot conceive of any administration that would need-

lessly plunge the City into debt, simply for the pin pose of open-

ing a better field for extravagance and corruption. We have

a better idea of popular government than such a possibility

would justify.

Those who pretend to be alarmed at the jiossible extension

of the debt limit should remember that there are other sources

of venality than those hidden in a possible abuse of the debt

limit. If an administration is disposed to be dishonest, or

neglects the use of ordinary safeg'uards in the transaction of

public business, the fact that the debt limit has been exhausted

cannot stay the tendency toward corruption.

Bonds for street opening purposes may be issued for

millions. As they are to be redeemed from the moneys

received for local improvement, their issuance is not restricted

by the debt limit. Other bonds, issued to anticipate the City’s

revenue, are in the same category. The annual disbursement
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(8,000,000 for City expenses, of itself, would afford a fair

iield for plunder if those charged with the administration of

alfai ;s were willing to betray the trust which the people have

plac( d in their hands.

Che possibility of any abuse growing out of the extension

of tl e debt limit is so remote that from a business standpoint

it is .mworthv of notice.

The existence of a margin for debt affords no reason for

running into debt unless some positive advantage is to accrue

to tl e borrower. The rule adopted by the business world in

rega xl to indebtedness can be safely trusted in the management
of tl e City. Honesty of purpose and good judgment on the

part of the administration can be relied upon to wisely expend
the >eople s money. If the people demand more schools,

grea er dock privileges, increased facilities for rapid transit,

they will doubtless have them in due time. ]3y an economical

management of departmental affairs, and the reduction of the

direct State tax from $4,470,907 for 1902 to $496,954 for

1903. these demands, if complied with, should not materially

increase taxes or largely trench on the expaided debt limit.

1 1 the meantime, while awaiting the ordinary developments

of tl e future, it should be the part of good citizenship to

encourage a healthy respect for the law and its impartial

enfoi cement. If the Tax Law is justly administered there

will l)e an equal distribution of the burdens of taxation. This

will bring relief to many and justice to all.

1 he great public improvements which will require the issue

of C ty bonds in the future will be for further rapid transit,

increised dock facilities, additional water supply and more
publi : schools.

> one of these necessary improvements except the water
supply can now be further advanced without enlarging the

borrc wing power of the City. This can only be done imme-
diate y by complying with the lacv regarding Ihe assessment of

real ( state.

V bth an enlarged borrowing capacity such as will be pro-
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vided by an equitable assessment of real estate as the law

directs, these greatly needed public improvements can be

promptly undertaken without increasing the tax burden of our

citizens.

Of the public improvements just mentioned, the cost of

only one will be directly felt by the taxpayers, namely, the con-

struction of additional public schools. The interest on the

bonds issued for this purpose must be provided for in the

annual budget and raised by taxation.

The interest on bonds for the cost of rapid transit, docks

and water supply will not be felt by the taxpayers.

The interest on rapid transit bonds will be paid by the

company operating the road.

The interest on dock bonds will be met and the bonds them-

selves ultimately paid by the receipt of rents.

The interest on water bonds will likewise be met and the

bonds themselves ultimately paid from the annual receipt of

water rates.

The City authorities ha\'e been trusted in these matters in

the past. Certainly they can be trusted in the future.

VI.

It is claimed that the Davis Law, which authorizes the

raising of funds for the payment of teachers’ salaries by levy-

ing a tax of four mills on assessed valuations, w^ould, on the

so-called full value plan, produce more money than could be
wisely used for that purpose.

This objection does not appear to be well founded. The
Davis Law has already been so amended as to permit any sur-

plus carried over from a previous year to be deducted from the

amount to be raised in the next year. It could be easily fur-

ther amended so as to prevent any excess over absolute require-

ments.

At present the four mills levy does not give sufficient funds.

Those familiar with our public schools know that thev are

alreadv overcrowded, and that the average classes are too large

to secure the best results. Economy is necessarv in our city
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affaiis, but we must avoid making our schools experimental

static ns for those who seek to reduce public expenditures.

1 he future welfare of our City, State and Nation depends

upon the education of the people. It is the only safeguard for

ordeily government and the preservation of civil and religious

liberl y.

1 here should be ample accommodation for all the children

of sc lool age within our city.

1 here is a whole sermon in Longfellow’s verse which

shou d be remembered by those who fear that we may have too

mud money for our schools :

“Were half the power that fills the world with terror

Were half the w^ealth bestowed on camps and courts

Given to redeem the human mind from error,

There were no need for arsenals and forts.”

VII.

Objections are made to requiring compliance with the tax

laws on the ground that it will be difficult, if not impossible, to

detei mine the full value of property, and consequently it would

be be tter to adopt a percentage of full value as a basis of assess-

ment.

I : is asked by some “Who can tell the full value of a piece of

real '.‘state, especially if the property is not on the market or is

situa:ed in a locality where there has not been a recent sale?

Othc rs assert that full value is more difficult to ascertain than a

percditage, and that consequently the full assessment of real

estate cannot possibly be a fair assessment. Still others say

that fifty per cent, value is perfectly fair, but that a hundred

per c ent. is not.

Those who make these assertions fail to state, however, by

whal rule of arithmetic or finance a percentage of full value can

be ai rived at. if full value itself cannot be ascertained, or how

it is possible to assess property at half or two-thirds of its

valu'; if the full value is not first ascertained.

If this work of appraisement is so difficult, how is it

poss ble to equitably determine the present assessed value?

j knowdedge of full or market value is imperative. It must
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be ascertained before any percentage can be determined upon.

Any other conclusion than this would be to admit that our

system of assessing property is simply a matter of guesswork.

The law does not require exact, but ordinary market value,

and it is the duty of each Deputy Tax Commissioner, under

the law, to report the sum for which, in his judgment, the

property in his district would sell under ordinary circumstances.

This is the measure of full value in this city. If the deputies

perform their duty the full or market value will be known. If

they do not, or cannot, they should give place to men who can

do what the law requires to be done, and the present Commis-

sioners have warned them that it will remove them if they do

not perform their duties as required by law.

The moment that we admit that the full value of property

cannot be ascertained by the methods prescribed by law, that

moment w-e admit that equalization of assessment cannot be

secured, and that the injustice of which many taxpayers com-

plain is beyond correction.

VIII.

Objections to complying with the law have been urged on

the ground that an inequality now exists, that it will continue

to exist, and that the tendency will be to assess property for

more than its full value.

The reply to this is that the means to correct overvaluation

are in the hands of the property-owner.

The law provides that the books of assessment shall be

open for public inspection and correction from the second

Monday of January to the 31st of Tvlarch of each year. If

property is overassessed the owner can file his application for

reduction, with such facts as may tend to support his com-

plaint, and it is made the duty of the Commissioners to grant

relief if the property is found to be overassessed. Under the

present practice, where property is assessed for less than its

full value, it is difficult to determine when relief should be

granted and wdien it should be denied.
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In the majority of cases the reduction is claimed because

the o\v ler of the property in question finds that he is assessed

at a higher figure than some of his neighbors. This may be

true; I ut on inquiry it is found that his neighbor’s property

has betn assessed too low. The result is that the application is

denied and the underassessed property is marked for subse-

quent mcrease.

Th tre are doubtless many real estate owners who are con-

scious hat they are assessed at a higher percentage than others.

They f ail to make application for reduction because they know

that thi law authorizes assessments at full value, and that the

only practical effect of an application would be to increase some

other j erson’s assessiuent and leave their own unchanged.

Th i average person is not fully posted in the intricacies

of equ dization, and is, therefore, willing to accept as a final

determination of his case the oft repeated declaration, “your

proper y is assessed far below its true value, and you have no

grounc s for complaint.”

Wi:h a full value assessment every owner would be likely

to avail himself of his legal right to complain if his property

were o^'ervalued, and relief would be more readily granted than

hithert), for the line of full value would be easily established.

In addition to this, property-owners having a knowledge of

market values in their immediate neighborhood, would be

likely t > detect the undervaluation of real estate in their locality

and tal e such steps for its correction as would protect their own

interes' s. Thus, through full valuation, equalization, such as

we ha\ e never had, would be brought about.

IX.

In the discussion of this subject the opponents of the plan

of assessing property for taxation at its full value lose sight

of the main point, EQUITY.

It is not the percentage of assessed valuations or the tax

rate, b.it the equalization of assessments that is of vital

import ince to the taxpayer. It is a well-established fact that

i
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the assessment-rolls of real estate for 1902 show many
inequalities that ought not to exist.

It is the duty of the present Board of Tax Commissioners

to see that these are corrected as far as possible so that every

property-owner shall pay his just share of taxation, no more,

no less. The taxpayer who is paying taxes on a larger

percentage of market value than his neighbor has the right to

complain of the injustice done him. You might as well

demand of a taxpayer that he put his hand in his pocket and

pay one-half of his neighbor’s tax as to permit the property of

that neighbor to remain on the assessment-rolls at thirty per

cent, of its full value, while the property of the other is listed at

sixty per cent.

Equality in assessments is an absolute necessity, whether

the basis is full value or fractional portion thereof. Xo
injustice is possible under a full value assessment that is not

equally possible under a half value, or any other per cent. It

grows out of the inequality of the assessment and not out of

its percentage basis.

We have shown that full value assessments do not mean
higher taxes. We have shown that inequality of assessments,

based on any percentage of value, means high taxes for some
and low taxes for others

;
or rather, a varying rate unknown

to the law—on like actual values, acording to the degree of

inequality shown on the assessment-rolls.

Can any good citizen doubt the wisdom and the justice of

correcting this inequality? Its admitted evils are the best

answers.

X.

It is claimed that assessing property at its market value will

unsettle and disorganize the real estate market.

In support of this argument it is asserted that capitalists

and builders are not disposed to invest in real estate until the

effects of full valuation have been clearly shown.

One contributor to the public press is even so despondent as
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to say that “ the real estate owner of to-day, as he stands upon
his pri )perty and contemplates its assessment at full value, may
well feel himself in the midst of a dissolving world.”

T1 e public records, as well as my practical experience of
over t iirty years in an active real estate business in this city,

enables me to assert positively that these fears are not well

founded. If these fears really exist in any one’s mind they are
based on a misapprehension of the policy of the Tax
ComiT issioners.

n e records of the real estate market certainly do not
justif} these fears. The subject of assessing real estate at its

marke : value, as the law directs, has been under discussion for

more ihan five months, and the official records show that the

plan ]ias not had any detrimental effect whatever upon
real estate interests. The increased demand for private •

dwellings, the large number of new realty companies
organi ied during this period, the record-breaking prices

which have been paid for New York real estate during
the n onths of September, October and November, and
the official records of the Register’s office and of the Superin-
tenden :s of the Building Departments, all show how groundless
are tluse fears and how absolutely false is the assertion that

the ac ion of the Tax Commissioners in enforcing the law
which is designed to promote equality in taxation will injure
real estate.

Du 'ing the past thirteen weeks there have been nearly

8.200 ronveyances of real estate recorded in the counties of
New ^ ork and Kings, over i,6oo more than during the cor-

respoiK ing period of last year.

Du ’ing the past thirteen weeks there have been nearlv
1.200 [Ians for new buildings filed in these two counties, and
the esti nated cost of these buildings is over $19,000,000.

Th( se figures are most remarkable considering tlie serious

obstacles which real estate has had to encounter this fall on
accoun of tlie coal strike and the threatened coal famine, the
stringe ic\ in the money market and the high price of land,

building and labor.

I
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The condition of the real estate market under these adverse

conditions is phenomenal and clearly proves that capitalists do

not “ view with alarm ” the action of the Tax Commissioners.

The extraordinary building operations and sales of land in

New York during the past three months have no parallel in any

other city of the world.

Cannot the Tax Commissioners, with some justice, even

claim from these facts that capitalists approve the plan, and

that neither large nor small investor fears the result of its

operation.

XI.

The plan of assessing real and personal property at its

market value needs no other justification than that it meets the

requirements of the law.

It is the only just and scientific method of making assess-

ments for the purpose of taxation, and our laws recognize this

as the fundamental principle of equal taxation.

It is not a new and untried method, as has been represented.

It is a system which has proved successful and beneficial

in many of the most progressive cities in the Union.

It has been carefully examined and approved by many of

the most prominent real estate owners, operators and brokers

in the city, by well known bankers and financiers, and by the

presidents of the largest title guarantee and trust companies.

Those who have not been able to give thought to the

question may well rest in security upon the approval given to

the full assessment plan by such conservative organizations as

the Chamber of Commerce, the jMerchants' Association, the

Citizens’ Union, the North Side Board of Trade and various

taxpayers’ organizations, all of which, after mature delibera-

tion, have given it their unqualified approval.

Whatever may have been your opinion of this question of

assessing at full value rather than at a percentage, let me
assure you that the Commissioners of Taxes and Assessments
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wh( ) are charged with the important work of assessing the real

and personal property of this city are inspired solely by a desire

to (.0 their whole duty honestly and intelligently, in obedience

to 1heir oaths of ofhce and with equal justice to all. In their

effc rts to comply with the law they ask the support of all good

citi ^ens. They realize fully the magnitude and importance of

the work with which they are charged. It involves the assess-

me It of nearly 500,000 separate pieces of real estate, and

abcut 100,000 assessments of individuals, estates and corpora-

tions. It requires the consideration of real estate, both taxable

an(. exempt, the present assessed valuation of which is over

$4,500,000,000. It requires the investigation of vast sums of

personal property, of which over $550,000,000 is held for

ta> ation.

These sums, aggregating over $5,000,000,000, represent

thf wealth of a city equal to that of an empire. It is the city

of which we are all proud, and the citizens of which we most

hig hly prize.

It is a city which, by her geographical position and the

sphndor of her endowments, by the undaunted courage and

energy of her people and the sagacity and enterprise of her

bu .iness men is the grandest example of what American

fre edom has done in the formation of a metropolis, for history

gives no grander illustration of commercial success than the

progress of New York during the last century.

If our magnificent metropolis is to maintain its high

pnistige among the cities of the world, and if it is to continue

to advance and develop in the future as it has in the past, its

cit zens, as well as its public officials, must give to the adminis-

trj tion of its affairs their best thoughts and their most careful

at1 ention.

No subject is more important, and none more worthy of

th ?ir earnest consideration than the subject of the equitable

di'.tribution nf the burdens of taxation.
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